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HISTORY STORIES WRITTEN BY THIRD-GRADE 
CHILDREN 



GUDRUN THORNE-THOMSEN 
The University of Chicago Elementary School 



The following stories were composed by children of the third 
grade after a year's study of early trade and transportation. The 
class was divided into two groups, each consisting of twelve mem- 
bers. In one group the Homeric Greeks, in the other the early 
Norsemen were selected as types for this study. Each group 
desired to give the result of their study to the other group, and 
for this purpose the stories were written. The plot of these 
stories is entirely original. In planning, the children chose the 
topics, and points under each topic, which were to be covered: 
Leave-taking; incidents on the sea: (i) storm, (2) battle, etc. 
Around these points the plot was woven. Generally speaking, all 
members of the group contributed, although to a varying extent. 
It was of great interest to the teacher to note how differently the 
children responded in this group undertaking. One child, for 
instance, who in ordinary individual composition expressed her- 
self very meagerly, under the stimulus of the group became one 
of the best contributors. Another child from her enjoyment of 
the picturesque language of the Odyssey gave the choicest expres- 
sions, and in this way set a standard for the group. Criticisms 
and suggestions were given, and taken in the kindliest spirit. 

THE NORSE TRADER 

Harold, king of Norway once decided to take a journey to Spain. 

He took four boats, one for provisions, for armor, food, clothes, and 
trading goods, the other three for his men. When the boats were ready to 
sail all the women and children were gathered on the shore to say farewell. 

Before the sails were furled they offered up prayers and sacrifice to Odin, 
the all-father, and asked him to give them fair weather, and to Thor, and 
asked him to give them victory over their foes. 

For six days and nights they had pleasant weather; the north wind 
helped them along toward Spain. But on the seventh day a storm broke 
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out. The sun was hidden behind the clouds, the waves dashed over their 
boats. King Harold ordered the sails down and the men to the oars. The 
boats were tossed about and were driven far out of their course. 

The men hardly thought anything of this storm. They sang and laughed 
— it was just fun for them. At noon the next day the clouds passed over 
and in the faint light there appeared a winged dragon. 

"Now, ready for a fight!" cried King Harold. "If I'm not mistaken 
that's the dragon of King Thorstein." 

There was a clashing of swords, spears and arrows flew like the flashes 
of Thor's hammer. Many a brave warrior on King Thorstein's boat fell 
dead that day. 

King Thorstein begged for mercy and gave rich presents to King Harold, 
and King Harold let him go. 

After fifty days they arrived in Spain. The people came down in 
crowds to the boats to see who were coming. 

King Harold said: "We are Norsemen come to trade." 

"We welcome you Norse traders!" said the strangers. "And what have 
you to trade with us?" 

King Harold answered: "We have skins of bears, silver foxes, wolves, 
ermine, also tin and amber." 

The strangers said : "And what do you want of us ?" 

King Harold answered: "We want gold, silver, silks, and rugs." 

Then a trader came forward and invited King Harold into the town to 
see his goods. 

King Harold took his skins, amber, and tin, and loaded them on a cart 
and took ten men with him and went into the town. There were high 
walls around the town and it was built on a high hill. 

King Harold and the trader went into the trader's shop and King Harold 
looked at his goods. He saw a beautiful piece of silk which he liked very 
much, and King Harold asked : 

"Where did this piece of beautiful silk come from?" 

The trader said: "It came from far off India." 

"And how did you get it?" King Harold asked. 

The trader said: "I was down in India and saw this piece of silk and 
liked it very much, so I bought it with a great many. other things which I 
will show you. We were twelve traders with our camels and traveled for 
thousands of miles through the desert. We brought our goods to Phoenicia 
where our boats were ready for us. From there we sailed to this country. 
Here is a lovely vase with drawings on it from Greece; here are spices and 
perfumes from Arabia. And all this silver is found here in this country 
of Spain." 

"What is this piece of silk worth?" asked King Harold. 

"Three weights of amber, or you may give me a man of gold." 

King Harold then weighed out the golden amber, and gave it to the trader. 
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King Harold bought vases and other pottery, perfume, and gold. He paid 
with silver foxes, tin, and amber. Then he saw the silver and asked how 
much ten weights of silver were worth. 

"Three weights of gold," said the trader. 

Then King Harold took off his arm ring, cut off a piece and weighed 
it. It was three weights of gold, and he gave that to the trader. 

King Harold said farewell to the trader and thanked him for his kind- 
ness, and started toward his boats. On his way he met a young man from 
Greece and talked to him and liked him very much. He invited him to his 
ship where he told him about his life in Norway, about the many battles he 
had fought and won, and finally asked him to go to Norway with him. 

Glaucus, the Greek, thanked King Harold, and said he would like to go 
very much. 

It took two days to get provisions for the home journey, and then they 
sailed. 

After forty nights and days they saw the coast of Norway, and their 
hearts were glad within them. 

Queen Gyda had been watching for many days from the hills for the 
white sails of King Harold's ships. One morning she came running down 
the hill. Quite out of breath she told the people: "King Harold and his 
men are coming home. Hurry to get the feast ready." 

At noon a crowd of people were gathered on the shore to welcome King 
Harold home. When he landed Queen Gyda ran up to him and said : 

"Long have I been watching for you to come home. This morning when 
I saw the wings of your dragon I thanked the gods for bringing you home 
to me. Come to the feast hall, the tables are set and the mead is ready." 

King Harold said: "This is Glaucus, a Greek, whom I met in Spain. 
Make a place for him at my side." 

Then they went forward to the feast hall. The fire blazed and sparkled, 
and the shields on the wall glittered like the sun. At one end of the table 
sat King Harold and at the other end sat Queen Gyda. By King Harold's 
side sat the stranger from Greece. And all around the walls on wooden 
benches sat King Harold's men. 

King Harold told all his adventures and showed the things he had 
brought from Spain. .And Glaucus told about the old Olympic games, and 
how many victories he had won in similar games. When the mead horns 
were brought in, King Harold made a vow that he would be foster brother 
to Glaucus and would help him always. Then he distributed rich gifts to 
all his friends, and there was much joy and merrymaking. 

Then the skald Eivind sang this song: 

King Harold went across the sea 

To trade for silver and gold. 
Four ships to far-off Spain took he 

With a hundred men right bold. 
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One day at sea a storm broke out, 

The thunder roared and rang; 
Their ships were driven all about, 

The men but laughed and sang. 

From out the mist a dragon came, 

It was a fiery foe ; 
The swords and spears flashed like a flame 

And hundreds went below. 
All hail to Harold, glorious king, 

And hail to all his men I 
Long life and joy to them we sing 

And victories again. 



THE GREEK TRADER 

Once upon a time King Menelaus wanted some beautiful things and he 
sent for a trader. 

Now the trader's name was Aeson. When Aeson reached the palace 
the king's servant came out to greet him.. The servant said, "Welcome, 
Aeson, come in and rest." 

Immediately the king sent a servant with water in a golden pitcher who 
poured it over Aeson's hands into a silver basin and brought him a chair 
whereon was a rest for his feet. Another servant brought platters of meat 
and baskets of bread and Aeson satisfied his hunger. 

Then Aeson went and bowed down before the king, and the kkig said, 

"Some beautiful things I need; rugs, ivory, silks, jewels, armor, and 
purple cloth. How soon can you sail?" 

"Oh, brave Menelaus," said the trader, "I can sail in my black-hulled 
ships on the tenth sun-rise." 

On the tenth day Aeson came again to the palace and said to the king, 

"Oh brave Menelaus, I am ready to sail. I have five ships with twenty 
well-armed men aboard each ship. I have abundance of food and water in 
goat-skin bottles." 

"A safe journey to you," said Menelaus. 

Before sailing Aeson and his men gathered on the seashore and offered 
sacrifice to the gods. While the smoke ascended to Zeus, Aeson poured wine 
into the sea and prayed: "Oh strong and mighty Poseidon, give me smooth 
seas and gentle winds, that my black-hulled ships may safely reach port." 

Then Aeson called his men aboard the ships and bade them loose the 
cables and take their places on the rowers' benches. 

The ships sailed lightly over the sea, skimming the water like sea-gulls 
on the wing. 

One day Aeson and his men spied a ship approaching them. Aeson said, 
"Be ready for an attack if it proves to be an enemy." 
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As they drew nearer many arrows came swiftly flying over the water. 
Aeson's men returned the fire and the battle raged fiercely for three hours. 
At the end of that time Aeson captured the pirates' ship and took the men 
prisoners. When Aeson boarded the ship he found gold and silver money 
and armor. 

Two months after leaving Greece Aeson reached the island of Cyprus and 
got food and water. In another week he entered a Phoenician harbor. 

From his ship Aeson saw a walled city on a high hill. He anchored his 
ships in the harbor and went ashore. 

When he entered the city he went at once to the market-place. He met 
a trader with purple cloth. 

"What do you want for this cloth?" said Aeson. 

"What have you to trade for it?" said the trader. 

"I have wool, vases, and ox-hides." 

"I should like to have some wool. How much cloth do you want ?" 

"About ioo cubits. How much wool do you want for it?" 

"Three pounds for each cubit," said the trader. 

"All right," said Aeson, and bought the cloth. 

The trader then showed him some ivory from Africa, some of it carved 
and some uncarved. 

"How much is it worth?" said Aeson. 

"Fifty talents for the uncarved and seventy-five talents for the carved," 
said the trader. 

Aeson thought this was too much and offered the trader forty-five talents 
for one and seventy talents for the other and they finally agreed on this price. 

Next Aeson bought bronze armor from the armor-maker for fifty pieces 
of gold for each suit of armor. 

Another trader said, "Here are some beautiful silks and precious stones 
from India. It was very hard work to bring these things to Phoenicia. It 
was dusty and hot crossing the desert with the caravan. We suffered for 
water. One day we saw palm trees in the distance and hastened to get 
the water we knew was there. As we drew near the trees disappeared. It 
was only a mirage. Later we did find some water which we made haste to 
get. We filled our goat-skin bottles and went farther toward Phoenicia. 
By and by our bottles were empty and we again suffered from thirst. For 
three days we saw no water and then found a very small quantity. 

Another day a great sand storm came up and we had to lie down and 
cover our heads until it passed. Two of our men were smothered. At last 
we reached home after our struggle and thirst." 

When Aeson had bought all the things he needed he loaded them on his 
ships and sailed for Greece. He had a pleasant voyage with only one day of 
storm. 

He went immediately to the palace, his men following with the goods. 
The palace shone brilliantly with gold and silver and gleaming bronze. 
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Helen came in with her ladies in waiting. Menelaus waited impatiently 
on his throne. All the servants and soldiers crowded in to see the things 
Aeson had brought. 

The king said, "You must have had a good voyage to get back so soon." 

As Aeson unpacked the things everybody became very much excited and 
crowded closer to see them. When he held up the silks and purple cloth 
Helen and her ladies said, "Oh, how beautiful." When the armor was brought 
out the men began to put it on. 

"Part of this armor I got for nothing," said Aeson. We met some 
pirates and in the course of a three-hours' fight I captured the ship." 

"It makes me think of the scenes of Troy," said the men. 

Then Aeson brought out the ivory and the glistening jewels. He gave to 
Helen a beautiful amber necklace. 

"How beautiful it is!" said Helen. "What is it made of?" 

"It is amber— found in the cold seas of the far north." 

Then Aeson said, "Oh brave and mighty Menelaus, I have found out 
how to make the gleaming bronze. Here is copper from the mountains of 
Cyprus and tin from far-away England." 

Instantly the whole palace was in an uproar and King Menelaus said, 
"Aeson, I shall reward thee greatly for this." 

Then the king ordered the servants to prepare a great feast for Aeson 
and his men. 



